The mission to the Aborigines at Somerset by Bayton, John
622 
THE MISSION TO THE ABORIGINES 
AT SOMERSET 
[Delivered to the Royal Historical Society of Queensland 
on Ascension Day, Thursday, 27 May 1965, 
by the Reverend JOHN BAYTON, Th.L., A.C.T., 
R.A.N.V.R., Canon of AU Souls' Cathedral, Thursday Is.] 
Read by Cdr. N. S. PIXLEY, F.R.Hist.S.Q., Vice-President 
Royal Historical Society of Queensland.) 
A S early as 27 October 1862 the Society for the Propagation 
^^ of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, London, England, had 
offered to "send and support a missionary to the aborigines 
as soon as local provision has been made for the industrial 
education of the natives at some defined spot.''^ As a result 
of a letter from Mr. Hawkins to Governor Bowen an indus-
trial mission to the aborigines of Cape York became at least 
a possibility. In a joint letter to the Bishops of Brisbane and 
of Sydney,^  the Society at its audit in July 1865 set apart a 
sum of £300 per annum for a missionary clergyman at the 
new settlement at Somerset at Cape York. The Society also 
agreed to pay, for one year, the stipend of an industrial 
schoolmaster, if such could be found for the Colony. 
When John Jardine selected the site of his new settlement 
at Somerset on the mainland, preferring this site to that on 
Albany Island which had been suggested by Governor Bowen, 
his influence was to Ue within the ecclesiastical jurisdiction 
of the Metropolitan Bishop of Sydney, Dr. Barker. Jardine 
no doubt had known of the possibility of establishing a 
mission to the aborigines of the Cape, and in a report^ said 
of the inhabkants of Northern Australia — "among these 
islanders I should think missionaries might establish them-
selves without great difficulty and with a satisfactory result." 
GOVERNOR BOWEN SELECTED SITE 
Governor Bowen in September 1862 had, in company 
with Commodore Burnett, C.B. and Walter Hill, Esq. 
(Colonial Botanist and Director of the Botanic Gardens, 
Brisbane), carried out an extensive survey of Cape York and 
its adjacent islands and had selected a site on Albany Island 
at Port Albany on the western side of that island. He had. 
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with the concurrence of his CouncU, named the site "Somer-
set," in acknowledgment of the assistance and faciUties 
afforded to the expedition by the then First Lord of the 
Admiralty. Jardine came north from Rockhampton and 
changed the site of settlement to the mainland in July 1864. 
In England, the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel 
advertised two positions—one, that of a Missionary Priest of 
the Church of England, and the other, that of an Industrial 
Schoolmaster— t^o go out to the Colony of Queensland to 
begin a Mission to the Aborigines. 
From a number of applicants two men were chosen. On 
24 July 1866, the Board of Examiners of S.P.G. considered 
the application of the Reverend F C. Jagg, a missionary 
priest who had served the Church at Portugal Cove in New-
foundland, and who had, at the time of his application, been 
serving a curacy at Thorington, near Colchester, England. 
At the same time, the Board considered the application of Mr. 
W. I. Kennett, a schoolmaster of Whitechapel, to serve at 
Somerset under Mr. Jagg. Both applications were accepted, 
and both men set out for the Colony. Jagg was accompanied 
by his wife and by his manservant. The party arrived in 
Brisbane on 10 January 1867, where a rude shock awaited 
them. 
Governor Bowen advised Jagg against taking his wife to 
the settlement and he was forced to leave her with relatives 
at Ipswich. The Governor also informed Jagg that he could 
do nothing about refunding Jagg's expenses incurred in 
making his passage to the Colony. The Colonial Govern-
ment did, however, agree to pay Kennett's stipend after 
October 1867, in accordance with the Act passed by the 
Colonial Pariiament in 1865—"To Provide for the EstabUsh-
ment of Industrial and Reformatory Schools." 
On 8 February 1867 Jagg and Kennett and Jagg's servant 
boarded H.M.S. "Salamander," which was then engaged in 
survey work and, in Moreton Bay, the party was fareweUed 
by the Governor and "some of the principal men of the 
Colony."4 
THE MISSIONARIES AT SOMERSET 
"Salamander's" passage of the Inner Route took three 
weeks, and the missionaries landed at the end of February 
to begin their work of evangelisation of the aborigines of 
Cape York and of the islanders of the adjacent Torres Strak 
Islands. At the time of their arrival, the settlement consisted 
of a PoUce Magistrate, a Naval Surgeon, eleven marines, and 
a squatter occupying some wooden buUdings on the west side 
of Albany Pass.^ 
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At the time of their arrival, no natives were allowed on the 
settlement site. A recent altercation had made this rule neces-
sary. An aboriginal had been falsely accused of stealing a 
tomahawk from the settlement, and had been punished. The 
foUowing day, his firibe had assembled to avenge the insult, 
and the Europeans at the settlement had been attacked. Two 
marines had been speared, and one died later from his 
wounds. After an interval of some days, the Europeans 
retaliated and five aboriginal men and one lad were shot. It 
was after this that the Resident ordered that no aborigines 
would be allowed on the settlement site. 
TRIBES OF THE PENINSULA 
The area of intended influence of the missionaries was that 
part of northern Australia northward from the Escape River 
to the Cape and the nearby islands. In 1866, the neighbour-
hood of the settlement was inhabited by six different tribes, 
speaking five different languages. In close proximity to 
Somerset were the Goodangs and the Hoskerragas. On the 
west coast of Cape York were the Goomkodeens. On the 
north-west coast of the peninsula were the Ambiagians. On 
the east coast were the Unduyarms—from Fly Point to the 
Kennedy River—and beyond that river to the south were the 
Yardigans. The men began their work amongst these people. 
In AprU 1867, there was war on the Cape. The Yardigans 
engaged the Goomkodeens and the Ambiagians in battle. The 
result was fatal to the alUed tribes, and all of the men of the 
Ambiagian tribe were killed and of the Goomkodeens only 
seven survived. These men were forced to join the conquer-
ing Yardigans so that by May 1867 only four tribes remained 
on Cape York. 
The first month was spent in endeavouring to gain the 
confidence of the natives. This was not an easy task when 
one considers that the aborigines frequently changed the site 
of their camps and were frequently hunted into the bush by 
the Europeans at the settiement. 
Their camps consisted of a number of low bark lean-to's, 
usually situated near a waterhole. Kennett and Jagg visited 
the aborigines in these camps (which were dreadfuUy 
unhygienic places) and endeavoured to tell the people about 
God and His love for them. The natives of the Cape had no 
belief in a Supreme Being, and they gave not the slightest 
thought to cause and effect. Their whole life consisted in 
eating, drinking, yarning and feuding amongst themselves. 
They did, however, believe in the existence of an evil spirit 
called "Torkunda-Ya" to whom all accidents, evil diseases 
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and epidemics were ascribed, and certain men were said to 
have the power to caU up this spirit by their nightly incan-
tations. 
The initial difficulty was the timidity of the natives, but 
Jagg and Kennett were fortunate in that they had befriended 
a native lad named "Pigardeen" who had been a crew 
member of "Salamander." Under his guidance, the men 
visited the camps, and although their endeavours did not meet 
with a great deal of success, they did at least convince the 
natives that they were friendly. 
SCHOOL COMMENCED AT SETTLEMENT 
Kennett arranged with the Resident to commence a school 
at the Settlement. In May 1867, the Resident gave his per-
mission for Kennett to conduct a school-class at the quarters 
assigned to the missionaries, and a school with eight pupils 
was begun. Within two months this enrolment had grown to 
seventeen pupUs. The school commenced at 8 o'clock in the 
morning, and for two hours the chUdren learned the EngUsh 
names for the common objects about them. In return, they 
taught Kennett the native names for the same objects. From 
two till four in the afternoon, the children aged from 14 to 
16 years were instructed in the use of carpenter's tools, and 
in simple dressmaking and sewing. They were given a meal 
at 10 in the morning and at 4 p.m. they were given a supply 
of rice and biscuit to take back to camp, for everyone in an 
aboriginal tribe is expected to contribute something to the 
common pot. From 7 p.m. till 9 p.m., Kennett instructed 
those Europeans at the settlement who wished to avail them-
selves of the benefit of some education. Some of the marines 
had had very Uttle education. 
The Marines were under the command of Lieutenant 
Pascoe and were sent by the Imperial Government as a pro-
tection from anticipated attacks by the aborigines. 
Kennett and Jagg played their part in the early life of the 
settlement, encouraging the natives to work in clearing scrub, 
making stone walls, felling trees and carrying water in return 
for a small allowance of tobacco and biscuit. 
Whilst Kennett was teaching in his school. Jagg went about 
amongst them learning a little of the languages and winning 
their confidence. But to keep them close to the settlement, 
Jagg and Kennett had to feed them, and after some months 
their supplies of flour and rice began to faU. 
In early June 1867 the missionaries had an opportunity to 
engage in a field of evangeUsm not before entered. 
On 17 May, a party of natives from Prince of Wales Island 
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had visited the settlement with the hope of inducing the mis-
sionaries to come across to their island to begin a simUar 
school. 
Little was known of this tribe by the white settlers, but the 
little that was known was certainly not in their favour. They 
had been known to kill white men, and Macgillivray, of 
H.M.S. Rattlesnake and Mrs. Barbara Thompson had both, 
years before, attested to their savagery. The missionaries did, 
however, promise to visit them should opportunity present 
itself. 
AMONG THE ISLANDERS 
There were four different tribes of islanders, who were 
eventually to come under the influence of Christian mis-
sionaries. These were the Korraregas, of the Prince of Wales 
Group; the Koolkalegas, of Mt. Ernest (Naghir); the ChUe-
gas of Banks (Moa) and the Bardoolegas, of Mulgrave 
(Badu Island). These tribes differed considerably from the 
tribes of the mainland; they were taUer, of better physical 
appearance, and of greater intelligence. They were seafarers 
and their food consisted almost entirely of turtle, fish, and 
other sea-foods. Because of their constant contact with the 
sea, they were naturally a cleaner race of people. Although 
they journeyed from place to place, they were, unlike the 
aborigines, not nomads. They built huts out of pandanus 
palm and bamboo, and in front of each hut at night a fire was 
burnt, chiefly to drive away the mosquitoes. They made 
canoes which were driven by paddles and by palm-mat saUs. 
Some of their canoes were in excess of 50 feet in length and 
were capable of holding from twelve to twenty men. 
On 30 May the Korraregas again visited Somerset to per-
suade the missionaries to go across to Prince of Wales, urging 
that their children were far more numerous than those of the 
Goodangs. 
On 2 June, opportunity came for them to go to Prince of 
Wales (Murralug). The Goodangs and the Hoskerragas 
shifted camp from the mainland to Mount Adolphus Island, 
and the Unduyarmos went south to the Kennedy River. On 
4 June Kennett, a European named Ralph, and a native 
named Chimada shaped their course for Prince of Wales, 
taking with them three days' provisions and presents of 
tomahawks, tobacco and knives. When nearing Possession 
Island the canoe in which the party was travelling capsized. 
The party swam for the shore and waited there till the tide 
went down and recovered the canoe. Leaving most of the 
luggage on shore at Possession, they launched the canoe again 
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and made for Woody Island in the middle of Endeavour 
Strait. 
When they reached Woody, Chimada informed them that 
the sea was too rough to carry them all in safety so they drew 
lots. Kennett stayed on Woody Island whUst the others went 
across to Entrance Island for help. 
KENNETT AT PRINCE OF WALES ISLAND 
Help did not come for three days when a party of Kool-
kalegas, seeing Kennett's fire, came to his assistance. The 
following day Kennett crossed to Prince of Wales Island and 
a grand corroboree was held in his honour. During the even-
ing he was adopted into the tribe of Korraregas and exchanged 
names with an islander named Teepotti.^ On the foUowing 
morning, he was made a member of the Koolkalega tribe and 
exchanged names with an old man named Genetcha, and by 
this name he was known to the natives throughout his stay 
on Cape York. 
Kennett stayed two weeks among the natives of Murralug 
and leamed much of their customs, and in turn told them the 
simple message of the Gospel. They told him of several white 
men who had been wrecked and lived amongst them. One of 
them, whom they called "Weeny,"'' died six turtle seasons 
before (i.e. in 1861) at "Bardoo" (Mulgrave Island) leaving 
three adult half-caste sons.* This man was Uving on Badu 
when Captain Owen Stanley visited the neighbourhood in 
1848-9. 
Kennett also heard accounts of "Gehoma,"' who was taken 
from the Korraregas by Captain Stanley and whose consort 
and preserver "Borato" had been dead but a short time. 
After two weeks, Kennett made his way back to Somerset 
with Ralph and Chiama and arrived there after a passage of 
some twenty-four hours, the first man to preach the Christian 
faith to Torres Strait Islanders. 
During Kennett's absence from Somerset, Jagg had organ-
ised a party of aborigines into a work-team, and so wiUingly 
had they worked and so good had their behaviour been, that 
the Resident allowed them on the settlement site. Numbers 
in the school had increased and Jagg had begun catechetical 
work among them. 
RAID BY THE YARDIGANS 
On the evening of Kennett's return to Somerset, the 
Goodangs returned from Mt. Adolphus, and went direct to 
Albany Island for a corroborree. During the night singing 
could be heard across the narrow water separating Albany 
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from the mainland. At about two o'clock in the morning 
cries of "Genetcha, Yardigan, Yardigan," were heard. Ken-
nett and Jagg ran from the house and were met by Teepotti 
who told them that the Yardigans had attacked the Goodangs 
and had kUled a number of them. Kennett and Jagg, with 
Jagg's servant, and a marine rowed across where they found 
that three of their little scholars had been kiUed. 
On 24 July school was interrupted when the Goodangs, 
Hoskerragas, and Unduyarmoos assembled under the leader-
ship of one of the tribal elders and announced their intention 
to revenge their dead. They were armed with spears, toma-
hawks, knives, bows and arrows'" and throwing sticks. Jagg 
endeavoured to dissuade them, but to no avail. They returned 
after eight days without having found a trace of thek foes. 
This unsuccessful raid was followed by peace between the 
tribes on Cape York Peninsula. 
On 1 August, H.M.S. "Salamander" entered the harbour 
at Somerset and great changes were made in the settlement. 
The party of marines was removed and replaced by a sergeant 
and six constables of poUce. 
This change in administration of justice was the beginning 
of the end for the mission. Kennett describes the policemen 
as ". Irishmen, and their wives are exceedingly quarrel-
some among themselves, and many of them are dishonest." 
Salamander brought few provisions for the missionaries and 
no support from either the Church or the State. 
WAR AMONG THE ISLANDERS 
Although peace now reigned on the mainland, a fierce, 
destructive war raged between the Bardoolegas of Mulgrave 
and the Korraregas of Prince of Wales Island. Both tribes 
were heartily tired of war and were anxious for peace, but 
neither party would ask for it." 
In this difficulty, the Korraregas asked Jagg and Kennett 
to negotiate for them, and to accompany them to Mulgrave 
and endeavour to make peace. The missionaries agreed to 
do this, and on 30 September 1867 a party consisting of 
Jagg, Kennett, Jagg's servant, Ralph, two young taxidermists 
who were coUecting birds at Cape York, and six Islanders set 
out for Prince of Wales. They had not gone far when a 
message was sent after them to say that Kennett's presence 
was requested at the settlement. A Goodang woman had 
been taken into the bush by a native policeman, murdered, 
and her Uver taken out and eaten. As Kennett was the only 
one on the settlement who spoke the language readily enough 
he returned for the trial. He made his way to Prince .of 
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Wales Island, however, immediately after the trial, and on 
4 October found one of the largest gatherings of natives ever 
seen in Torres Strait. With forty or fifty natives in canoes, 
Kennett made off for Mulgrave Island. Jagg had to retum 
to Somerset on business connected with the murder. On 
6 October the party reached "Weybene"'^ and prepared to 
camp the night there. The foUowing morning they crossed 
to Keriri '^  and a scouting party set out to seek the dreaded 
Bardoolegas. 
PEACE NEGOTIATIONS 
The Bardoolegas came to Keriri and both tribes were soon 
gathered about a large camp-fire. Kennett spoke to them of 
the futility of war and of the necessity for peace and love and 
over that camp-fire the peace was concluded. The formalities 
were concluded the foUowing morning, when both tribes 
painted themselves in hideous colours and adorned their 
bronzed bodies with shells and ornaments of mother-of-pearl 
and feathers. The chief of the Bardoolegas brought a long 
plaited belt and offered it on the end of a spear to Chemosri, 
the chief of the Korraregas. It was accepted and then each 
Bardoolega in turn approached a Korrarega and offered gkts 
of a spear, a throwing stick and a tomahawk. This done, the 
Korraregas in their turn offered presents. 
The party then left for Badu where a grand corroborree 
was held and the visitors shown over the island. Kennett 
found part of the island under cultivation with yams, coco-
nuts, sugar cane and bamboo growing—the only island where 
he found any evidence of agriculture. The missionary left 
Badu on 11 October and after a rough passage of nearly nine 
days reached Somerset. 
In early December the monsoons began and the natives 
from the islands paid bi-weekly visits to the mission station 
untU July 1868. It was no doubt this regular contact with 
Kennett and his influence upon them that made the subse-
quent work of the London Missionary Society relatively easy. 
DISCOURAGING NEWS 
In December 1867 the Reverend F. C. Jagg left Somerset 
with the intention of seeking guidance about the mission from 
the Bishop of Brisbane. Upon his arrival at Brisbane, he 
learnt that the Colonial Government had almost abandoned 
the idea of a permanent settlement at Somerset and that the 
mission there was doomed to failure for lack of support and 
finance. The Government had repudiated Govemor Bowen's 
promise of support. It had been argued that Bowen had 
acted without the consent of his Executive Council in the 
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matter of appointment of the missionaries in the first instance, 
but the Minutes of the Executive CouncU for 12 AprU 1866 
show that the Executive was well aware of aU the arrange-
ments made by the Governor, and that the Executive agreed 
". that such schoolmaster will afterwards (i.e. after the 
first year) be employed and paid by the Government of 
Queensland under the Act passed by the Colonial Parliament 
in 1865. "1" 
After Jagg's departure, Kennett took five natives to live 
with him in the house assigned to him by the Resident.'^ 
During the wet season he ministered to the bodUy needs of 
the aged and the sick and turned his house into a hospital. 
With one exception, his patients recovered. 
ROBBERY AND MURDER 
On 8 May the five natives, who by now were speaking 
English well, asked for permission to attend a corroborree. 
Permission was given and they set off into the bush behind 
Somerset. After two days, when they had not returned, 
Kennett investigated and found that all the settlement natives 
had gone. He also found that during the week one of the 
Irish policemen had threatened to shoot a number of natives 
if they did not give him a number of spears. High words 
foUowed, and the natives told the policeman that they would 
shoot him if they ever caught him away from the settlement. 
During the morning of 10 May the Police Magistrate rode 
out to the outstation about three miles distant and found the 
house sacked and the man in charge dead. The natives had 
carried off three guns, two rifles, six carbines, two horse 
pistols, two revolvers and more than 1,000 rounds of 
ammunition. 
On 12 October Kennett's five pupUs crept into the settle-
ment with a number of guns and other kems plundered from 
the outstation. Kennett assured them that if they brought in 
the rest of the arms he would do his best to ensure that no 
harm came to them. In fact, these men had had nothing to 
do wkh the sacking of the outstation. The guns, rifles, and 
other stolen articles were brought in to Kennett and he passed 
them on to the Resident who rode out to capture the mis-
creants whose names were by now known. Accompanied by 
his brother, the magistrate found the two men. Sambo and 
Barine, whom he shot in the neck with his revolver and left 
to die in the bush. Barine died, but Sambo recovered and was 
sent overland to Rockhampton. 
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END OF THE MISSION 
On 27 June 1868 Kennett received a letter from the 
Colonial Secretary stating that the Queensland Government 
had refused to make any provision for his salary after 30 
June. He came to the conclusion that it would be better for 
him to journey to Brisbane than to write. He was strengthened 
in this resolve by an occurrence that happened on 14 July. 
One of the poUcemen, having faUed in an attempt to obtain 
fish from a party of aborigines, drew his revolver and pointed 
it at blank range at a lad of about eight years, and pulled the 
trigger. The cap snapped and the boy escaped. The natives, 
with the exception of about six, left almost immediately for 
the islands. Kennett was sure that even should they return 
(which he doubted) it would be impossible to hold any 
friendly intercourse with them. He filed his report on 1 
August at Somerset and returned to Brisbane. 
So ended the Mission and Industrial School at Somerset, 
Cape York. Jagg and Kennett left Somerset, believing that 
their work and their sacrifices had been for nothing. 
But in the good providence of the Almighty, this was not 
to be so, for when the London Missionary Society in 1871 
brought the Gospel to the Western Islands of Torres Strait, 
they were received and their message accepted. Had Kennett 
not taken his life into his hands by going out in the name of 
his Lord to meet with the dreaded Bardoolegas, many more 
white men would undoubtedly have lost their lives. 
"GAVE OF THEIR BEST" 
They came to Somerset at a time when Queensland was 
young. They gave of their best to the native peoples of this 
State and yet nowhere have I read of their work or of their 
having received any credit for it. 
The human response of Jagg and Kennett to the situation 
at Somerset where Jardine for a time ruled with a Terry rifle 
with 47 notches on its stock, is the very stuff of which history 
is made, and, though to all external purposes, the mission 
"failed," their names ought to be written large in the annals of 
this State, for they suffered much, lived hard, and kept the 
faith in the face of tremendous opposition. 
Nothing remains of Somerset but a few stone waUs, a 
cemetery, and a coconut grove and a caretaker's house. 
Nothing remains of the tribes that once roamed the Cape. 
They have been either swallowed up into other tribes or wiped 
out by Christian men. Some of their descendants probably 
live today at Cowal Creek and at Lockhart River Mission. 
Nothing remains of the natives of Murralug, the Korrare-
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gas, nor of the natives of Naghir, the Koolkalegas. Perhaps 
the present-day Horn Islanders, who came from Kubm, and 
from there to Poid, and from there to Hammond, may have 
come originally from Murralug. 
CAUSES OF MISSION FAILURE 
When we come to consider the failure of the Mission, we 
have a number of things to bear in mind. 
Firstly, I believe the mission faUed because of the failure 
of the Church (as a Church) to provide adequate means for 
sustaining its servants. 
But let us remember the age in which it faUed—the age of 
great missionary expansion in Africa, in Central America, the 
Pacific, India and Canada—and the fact that only two Mis-
sionary Societies existed to organise and co-ordinate this 
work. It is at least a mark worthy of note that the Society 
for the Propagation of the Gospel undertook such a mission 
in the first instance. 
Secondly, I believe the mission faUed because of the failure 
of the settlement itself and the failure of the Government to 
maintain it as a place complete with facilities for the inhabi-
tants of the surrounding countryside. With this is coupled the 
social prestige then accorded to members of the Legislature, 
and the rivalry for seats in succeeding Cabinets which 
focussed interest on the development of land and towns near 
to the metropoUs 1,400 mUes to the south. 
Thirdly, I believe that there were few people a hundred 
years ago who really cared for the native peoples of this 
country. At the turn of the century the State began to provide 
settlements for these people to spend their last days as a race. 
But the race did not die out, as the settlers at Somerset had 
expected. Today, a Torres Strait Islander lives on the site of 
Jardine's Residence. 
Fourthly, I believe the mission failed because of the 
demoralising effect of Jagg's personal and financial difficulties. 
Then, lastly, coupled with the mUitant nature of the abori-
gine was the brutality of the Europeans who had no under-
standing of, nor yet regard for, the sacredness of tribal 
grounds and customs. Not yet, in this year of grace 1965, 
has the State provided an anthropologist to that area. 
History is essentially a study of human personalities. Jagg 
and Kennett endeavoured to fulfil their vocations as men of 
God. We judge them as we see them act and react towards 
other people. Undoubtedly, they had their faUings, but among 
them was not lack of love for their fellow creatures. 
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